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1
MODIFYING ENVIRONMENTAL CHAT
DISTANCE BASED ON AVATAR POPULATION
DENSITY IN AN AREA OF A VIRTUAL
WORLD

BACKGROUND

Embodiments of the inventive subject matter generally
relate to the field of virtual universe systems, and, more par-
ticularly, to a mechanism for modifying environmental chat
distance in virtual universe systems.

Virtual universe applications allow people to socialize and
interact in a virtual universe. A virtual universe (“VU”) is a
computer-based simulated environment intended for its resi-
dents to traverse, inhabit, and interact through the use of
avatars. Many VUs are represented using 3-D graphics and
landscapes, and are populated by many thousands of users,
known as “residents.” Other terms for VUs include
metaverses and “3D Internet.”

SUMMARY

Various embodiments are disclosed of a method and appa-
ratus for modifying a chat distance associated with an envi-
ronmental chat in a virtual universe. According to one
embodiment, the number of avatars in an area of the virtual
universe associated with the environmental chat associated
with an avatar is determined. The environmental chat distance
is determined based on the number of avatars in the area of the
virtual universe associated with the environmental chat. The
environmental chat distance is modified in response to a
change in the number of avatars in the area of the virtual
universe associated with the environmental chat.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The present embodiments may be better understood, and
numerous objects, features, and advantages made apparent to
those skilled in the art by referencing the accompanying
drawings.

FIG. 1 conceptually depicts an example virtual universe
system including a perspective of a virtual universe area
associated with an environmental chat rendered at a client
computer illustrating a technique for modifying an environ-
mental chat distance;

FIG. 2A conceptually depicts another example of a per-
spective of a virtual universe area associated with an environ-
mental chat rendered at a client computer illustrating a tech-
nique for modifying an environmental chat distance;

FIG. 2B conceptually depicts an additional example of a
perspective of a virtual universe area associated with an envi-
ronmental chat rendered at a client computer illustrating a
technique for modifying an environmental chat distance;

FIG. 3 depicts an example flow diagram of a method for
modifying environmental chat distance based on a number of
avatars in an area of the virtual universe associated with an
environmental chat;

FIG. 4A conceptually depicts an example of a perspective
of a virtual universe area associated with an environmental
chat rendered at a client computer illustrating a technique for
modifying an environmental chat distance based on a
detected number of avatars and a virtual universe obstruction;

FIG. 4B conceptually depicts another example of a per-
spective of a virtual universe area associated with an environ-
mental chat rendered at a client computer illustrating a tech-
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nique for modifying an environmental chat distance based on
a detected number of avatars and a virtual universe obstruc-
tion;

FIG. 5 conceptually depicts an example virtual universe
system including a perspective of a virtual universe area
associated with an environmental chat rendered at a client
computer illustrating another technique for modifying an
environmental chat distance;

FIG. 6 depicts an example flow diagram of a method for
modifying environmental chat distance based on a deter-
mined environmental chat amount within a time window of a
predetermined amount of time in an area of the virtual uni-
verse associated with an environmental chat; and

FIG. 7 depicts an example computer system.

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENT(S)

The description that follows includes exemplary systems,
methods, techniques, instruction sequences and computer
program products that embody techniques of the present
inventive subject matter. However, it is understood that the
described embodiments may be practiced without these spe-
cific details. For instance, although examples refer to tech-
niques for modifying an environmental chat distance in an
area of a virtual universe associated with an environmental
chat implemented on a client computer system, in other
embodiments the techniques for moditying the environmen-
tal chat distance may be implemented on one or more virtual
universe servers, or in a distributed manner across various
network components, e.g., across both a client computer sys-
tem and a virtual universe server. In other instances, well-
known instruction instances, protocols, structures and tech-
niques have not been shown in detail in order not to obfuscate
the description.

In various embodiments, a chat distance associated with an
environmental chat (or environmental chat distance) is modi-
fied based on the avatar population density of an area of the
virtual universe associated with the environmental chat. In
one implementation, an initial environmental chat distance is
determined based on the avatar population density, i.e., the
number of avatars, in the area of the virtual universe associ-
ated with the environmental chat associated with an avatar
being controlled by a user. The environmental chat distance is
modified in response to a change in the number of avatars in
the area of the virtual universe associated with the environ-
mental chat. For example, the detected number of avatars may
change when the avatar moves to a different location within
the virtual universe, or when other avatars move into or out of
the virtual universe area associated with the environmental
chat. The environmental chat distance may be modified such
that the environmental chat distance is inversely proportional
to the detected number of avatars in the virtual universe area
associated with the environmental chat. In various embodi-
ments, the environmental chat distance is modified based on
an environmental chat amount detected within a time window
of a predetermined amount of time in an area of the virtual
universe associated with an environmental chat. The environ-
mental chat distance may be modified such that the environ-
mental chat distance is inversely proportional to the detected
environmental chat amount within the time window.

FIG. 1 conceptually depicts an example virtual universe
system that implements a technique for modifying an envi-
ronmental chat distance associated with an environmental
chat in a virtual universe. The system includes a plurality of
client computers 101A-N (hereinafter “client computers
101”), a network 110 (e.g. the Internet), a plurality of virtual
universe servers 120A-N (hereinafter “virtual universe serv-
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ers 120”), and a virtual universe database 130. A user of the
client computer 101 A can access the virtual universe via the
network 110 to perform activities in the virtual universe envi-
ronment with an avatar 105. The user or “resident” of the
virtual universe may be a person, group of people, or organi-
zation that controls at least one avatar and may own virtual
land within the virtual universe. The user may use the avatar
to traverse various regions within the virtual universe, inhabit
a region, and interact with the environment and other avatars
for social or business purposes, e.g., chat with other avatars at
a virtual universe coffee shop or buy virtual clothing at a
virtual universe shopping center. A virtual universe region is
defined as an area (e.g., land, air, and/or water) within the
virtual universe, typically supported by one or more virtual
universe servers. In the example illustrated with FIG. 1, each
virtual universe server 120 may host one or more regions.
Avatars can move within regions by walking, swimming, or
flying, and across regions by teleporting from one region to
another. It is noted, however, that avatars can move in many
different ways (e.g., teleporting within regions, running, glid-
ing, etc.).

A perspective 123 of the virtual universe rendered at the
client computer 101 A depicts the avatar 105 chatting with
other avatars within a region of the virtual universe, e.g.,
hosted by virtual universe server 120A. As illustrated, in one
example, the avatar 105 is chatting with avatar 106. The client
computer 101A associated with avatar 105 also displays a
conversation between avatar 107 and avatar 108. In this
example, since the avatars are participating in environmental
text and/or voice chat, the user controlling the avatar 105 can
see and/or hear conversations between other avatars located
in the surrounding virtual universe area, e.g., avatar 107 chat-
ting with avatar 108. An environmental chat is a type of chat
in which the user controlling an avatar (e.g., avatar 105) sees
and/or hears the conversations between other avatars that take
place within a certain distance from the avatar, i.e., an envi-
ronmental chat distance. Similarly, the users controlling the
other avatars can see and/or hear the interactions between
certain avatars, e.g., the user controlling avatar 106 can see
and/or hear the conversations between avatars that take place
within a certain distance from the avatar 106. In other words,
rather than being a chat that is associated with a particular
channel or a private chat session, environmental chat is a type
of chat that displays and/or broadcasts various independent
conversations taking place between various avatars within an
area of the virtual universe to simulate aspects of the real
world. It is noted that the environmental chat may be an
environmental text chat, an environmental voice chat, or both
an environmental voice and text chat.

In one implementation, at stage A, the client computer
101A determines a number of avatars in an area of the virtual
universe associated with the environmental chat associated
with an avatar being controlled by a user (e.g., avatar 105).
For example, the client computer 101A may determine that
16 avatars (including avatar 105) are within the virtual uni-
verse area associated with the environmental chat. It is noted
that the virtual universe area associated with the environmen-
tal chat is the virtual universe area that is displayed on the
client computer 101A associated with the avatar 105 (e.g., via
a web browser). Therefore, the virtual universe area associ-
ated with the environmental chat changes when the avatar 105
moves from one virtual location to another. In the example
shown in FIG. 1, the virtual universe area associated with the
environmental chat is the area having a radius of R3 virtual
feet in all directions (i.e., 360 degrees) from the avatar 105. It
is noted, however, that in other implementations the virtual
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4

universe area associated with the environmental chat may be
different, e.g., as described below with reference to FIGS. 2A
and 2B.

At stage B, the client computer 101A determines the envi-
ronmental chat distance based on the number of avatars in the
area of the virtual universe associated with the environmental
chat. In other words, the client computer 101 A determines an
initial environmental chat distance based on the avatar popu-
lation density within a starting virtual universe area associ-
ated with the environmental chat. In one implementation, the
environmental chat distance is inversely proportional to the
number of avatars in the area of the virtual universe. For
example, in the perspective 123, the client computer 101A
may select a first environmental chat distance of R3 (e.g., 90
virtual feet) when the determined number of avatars is within
a first range of number of avatars (e.g., 1-20 avatars), select a
second environmental chat distance of R2 (e.g., 60 virtual
feet) when the determined number of avatars is within a
second range of number of avatars (e.g., 21-30 avatars), or
select a third environmental chat distance of R1 (e.g., 30
virtual feet) when the determined number of avatars is within
a third range of number of avatars (e.g., 31-40+ avatars). It is
noted, however, that in other implementations various prede-
termined number of environmental chat distances corre-
sponding to various ranges of number of avatars may be
associated with the virtual universe area associated with the
environmental chat. Furthermore, it is noted that the environ-
mental chat distance may be determined by other methods,
e.g., as will be described further below with reference to FIG.
5.

At stage C, the client computer 101 A modifies the envi-
ronmental chat distance in response to a change in the number
of avatars in the area of the virtual universe associated with
the environmental chat. For instance, when the avatar 105
moves to a different location within the virtual universe or
when other avatars move into or out of the virtual universe
area associated with the environmental chat, the number of
avatars in the virtual universe area may increase or decrease
and therefore the environmental chat distance may be
changed, as will be further described below with reference to
FIG. 3. In one example, when the avatar 105 enters a densely
populated virtual universe area, the environmental chat dis-
tance is reduced to decrease the number of avatars within the
environmental chat distance. This may reduce the number of
avatar conversation presented within the environmental chat
associated with the avatar 105. In another example, when the
avatar 105 enters a sparsely populated virtual universe area,
the environmental chat distance is increased, which may
increase the number of avatar conversation presented within
the environmental chat associated with the avatar 105.

It is noted that the mechanism described for determining
and modifying the environmental chat distance in the virtual
universe area associated with the environmental chat can be
implemented within each of the client device(s) 101, within
one or more virtual universe servers 120, or in a distributed
manner across various network components, e.g., across both
the client device 101A and the virtual universe server 120A.
It is noted that the Figures illustrate a bird’s eye view of the
virtual universe area associated with the environmental chat
for simplicity; however, the virtual universe area associated
with the environmental chat may be displayed on the client
computer in a variety of predefined and/or user selectable
views, for example, bird’s eye view, street-level view, or a
hybrid view.

In the example of FIG. 1, the virtual universe area associ-
ated with the environmental chat, which is displayed on the
client computer 101A, is the virtual universe area with radius
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R3 virtual feet in all directions (i.e., 360 degrees) from the
avatar 105. As described above, in this example, the environ-
mental chat distance associated with the environmental chat
may be a distance of R1, R2, or R3 virtual feet depending on
the number of avatars detected within the virtual universe
area. It is noted, however, that in some implementations the
virtual universe area associated with the environmental chat is
an area with radius R3 virtual feet that is a fraction of the area
show on FIG. 1. For instance, as shown in the example of FIG.
2A, the virtual universe area may span R3 virtual feet, 180
degrees from the avatars 105. It is further noted that in other
implementations the virtual universe area associated with the
environmental chat may span R3 virtual feet, 180 degrees
from the avatars 105, and a fixed number of feet R4 the other
180 degrees, as shown in the example of FIG. 2B. For
instance, the virtual universe area may span 90 virtual feet,
180 degrees from the avatars 105, and a fixed 10 virtual feet
the other 180 degrees. In this example, the R3 virtual feet may
be modified based on the detected number of avatars in the
virtual universe area, as was described above, but the fixed
number of feet R4 spanning the other 180 degrees from the
avatar 105 may remain constant regardless of the number of
avatars detected in the virtual universe area.

FIG. 3 depicts an example flow diagram of a method for
modifying environmental chat distance based on a number of
avatars in an area of the virtual universe associated with an
environmental chat. At block 305, the number of avatars in the
area of the virtual universe associated with the environmental
chat associated with an avatar (e.g., avatar 105) is determined.
For instance, in the example shown on FIG. 1, the client
computer 101A may determine that 16 avatars (including
avatar 105) are within the virtual universe area associated
with the environmental chat. In some implementations, the
client computer 101 A may periodically determine the num-
ber of avatars in the virtual universe area associated with the
environmental chat, for example, periodically after a pro-
grammable amount of time (e.g., every 1 or 5 minutes). The
client computer may also determine the number of avatars in
the virtual universe area associated with the environmental
chat each time the avatar 105 moves to a new location. In
some embodiments, the periodic rate at which the client com-
puter 101 A determines the number of avatars in the virtual
universe area associated with the environmental chat may be
automatically increases when the avatar 105 is in motion. For
example, a rate of once every 60 seconds may be automati-
cally increased to a rate of once every 15 seconds.

Atblock 310, an environmental chat distance is determined
based on the number of avatars in the area of the virtual
universe associated with the environmental chat. In one
implementation, the environmental chat distance is inversely
proportional to the number of avatars in the area of the virtual
universe. In one example, the client computer 101A may
select an environmental chat distance from a plurality of
predefined environmental chat distances based on the number
of avatars in the virtual universe area. In this example, a
plurality of predefine ranges of number of avatars may be
associated with the plurality of predefined environmental chat
distances. In response to determining the number of avatars
within the virtual universe area, the client computer 101A
selects the predefined environmental chat distance associated
with the predefined range of number of avatars corresponding
to the detected number of avatars. For instance, in the
example described above with reference to FIG. 1, if 16
avatars are detected within the virtual universe area, this
corresponds to the first predefined range of number of avatars
(e.g., 1-20 avatars), and therefore the client computer 101A
selects the first predefined environmental chat distance of R3
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(e.g., 90 virtual feet), which is associated with the first pre-
defined range of number of avatars. However, if 32 avatars are
detected, this corresponds to the third predefined range of
number of avatars (e.g., 31-40+ avatars), and therefore the
client computer 101A selects the third predefined environ-
mental chat distance of R1 (e.g., 30 virtual feet), which is
associated with the third predefined range of number of ava-
tars.

At block 315, the environmental chat distance is modified
in response to a change in the number of avatars in the area of
the virtual universe associated with the environmental chat.
When the avatar 105 moves to a different location within the
virtual universe or when other avatars move into or out of the
virtual universe area associated with the environmental chat,
the number of avatars in the virtual universe area may
increase or decrease and therefore client computer 101 A may
modify the environmental chat distance. In one example, in
response to the detected number of avatars changing from a
first number of avatars associated with a first predefined range
of number of avatars to a number of avatars associated with a
second predefined range of number of avatars, the client
computer 101A modifies the environmental chat distance
from a first predefined environmental chat distance associated
with the first predefined range of number of avatars to a
second predefined environmental chant distance associated
with the second predefined range of number of avatars. In this
example, if the new detected number of avatars is still within
the first predefined range, then the client computer 101 A does
not modify the environmental chat distance. It is noted that
the predefined ranges of number of avatars associated with
the predefined environmental chat distances may be ranges of
any number of avatars wide, and some ranges may be wider
than other ranges. For instance, even though the example
shown in FIG. 1 describes a second predefined range that is
ten avatars wide (i.e., 21-30 avatars), in other examples the
second predetermined range may be two avatars, five avatars,
or thirty avatars wide.

It should be understood that the depicted flowchart of FIG.
3 is an example meant to aid in understanding embodiments
and should not be used to limit embodiments or limit scope of
the claims. Embodiments may perform additional operations,
fewer operations, operations in a different order, operations in
parallel, and some operations differently. For instance, in
some embodiments, the environmental chat distance may be
modified regardless of the magnitude ofthe change in number
of avatars in the virtual universe area. For example, the envi-
ronmental chat distance may be changed even if the detected
number of avatars changes by only one avatar. In this
example, rather than being defined by ranges, each specific
number of avatars is associated with a different environmen-
tal chat distance, and therefore the environmental chat dis-
tance is modified each time the detected number of avatars
changes. Furthermore, in other embodiments, when a change
in the avatar population density is detected, the environmental
chat distance (e.g., measured in virtual feet) may be changed
a greater amount in some sections of the virtual universe area
associated with the environmental chat compared to other
sections, as long as it results in a desired environmental chat
area (e.g., measured in squared virtual feet) associated with
the environmental chat.

In various implementations, the environmental chat dis-
tance may be modified based on virtual universe obstructions
in addition to the detected number of avatars within the virtual
universe area. Some examples of virtual universe obstruc-
tions are virtual universe walls, buildings, and other struc-
tures that “block” the conversations of the avatars on the other
side of the virtual universe obstruction from the environmen-
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tal chat associated with the avatar 105, in order to simulate
aspects of the real world. For instance, as shown in the
example of FIG. 4A, when the avatar 105 is next to a virtual
universe obstruction 412 (e.g., a house), the environmental
chat distance may be significantly reduced for the section of
the virtual universe area affected by the virtual universe
obstruction 412 based on how close the avatar 105 is to the
virtual universe obstruction 412. In other words, the environ-
mental chat distance is modified for the section of the virtual
universe area having the virtual universe obstruction 412 and
also the area behind the virtual universe obstruction 412
(from the perspective of the avatar 105). In the example
shown on FIG. 4A, if the environmental chat distance is set at
90 virtual feet, the environmental chat distance for the section
of the virtual universe area affected by the virtual universe
obstruction 412 may be modified to O virtual feet or 5 virtual
feet. Therefore, the avatar 105 would not be able to see and/or
hear the conversations associated with the avatar 108, since
the avatar 108 is behind the virtual universe obstruction 412.
The environmental chat distance of 90 virtual feet may be
maintained for the rest of the virtual universe area not affected
by the virtual universe obstruction 412, unless the detected
number of avatars changes. In the example shown in FIG. 4B,
since the virtual universe obstruction 412 is about 25 virtual
feet from the avatar 105, the environmental chat distance may
be reduced to 25 virtual feet for the section of the virtual
universe area affected by the virtual universe obstruction 412.
Inthis example, the avatar 105 would not be able to see and/or
hear the conversations associated with the avatar 108; how-
ever, the avatar 105 would be able to see and/or hear the
conversations associated with the avatar 106, since the avatar
106 is between the virtual universe obstruction 412 and the
avatar 105.

FIG. 5 conceptually depicts an example virtual universe
system that implements another technique for modifying an
environmental chat distance associated with an environmen-
tal chat in a virtual universe. InFIG. 5, aperspective 523 of the
virtual universe rendered at the client computer 101 A depicts
the avatar 105 chatting with other avatars, i.e., via environ-
mental text and/or voice chat, within a region of the virtual
universe.

In one implementation, at stage A, the client computer
101A determines an environmental chat amount within a time
window of a predetermined amount of time in an area of the
virtual universe associated with the environmental chat asso-
ciated with an avatar being controlled by a user (e.g., avatar
105). In one example, to determine the environmental chat
amount within the time window, one or more conversations
between avatars within the time window are detected in the
area of the virtual universe associated with the environmental
chat. In this example, the environmental chat amount can be
the number of words associated with the detected conversa-
tions between the avatars within the time window. For
instance, in the example shown in FIG. 5, assuming the illus-
trated conversations are the only conversations detected
within a time window of a predetermined amount of time, the
client computer 101A determines that the environmental chat
amount is equal to 33 words. In another example, the envi-
ronmental chat amount can be the number of characters (with
or without spaces) associated with the detected conversations
between the avatars within the time window. For instance, in
the example shown in FIG. 5, the client computer 101A
determines that the environmental chat amount is equal to 130
characters (with no spaces) within a time window of a prede-
termined amount of time. Similar to the description of FIG. 1,
the virtual universe area associated with the environmental
chat shown on FIG. 5 can be the area having a radius of R3
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virtual feet in all directions (i.e., 360 degrees) from the avatar
105. It is noted, however, that in other implementations the
virtual universe area associated with the environmental chat
may be different, e.g., as described above with reference to
FIGS. 2A and 2B.

At stage B, the client computer 101A determines the envi-
ronmental chat distance based on the environmental chat
amount detected within the time window in the area of the
virtual universe associated with the environmental chat. The
client computer 101 A may determine an initial environmental
chat distance based on the detected environmental chat
amount. In one implementation, the environmental chat dis-
tance is inversely proportional to the detected environmental
chat amount. For example, with reference to the perspective
523, the client computer 101 A may select a first environmen-
tal chat distance of R3 (e.g., 60 virtual feet) when the deter-
mined environmental chat amount is within a first range of
environmental chat amount (e.g., 1-200 words), select a sec-
ond environmental chat distance of R2 (e.g., 40 virtual feet)
when the determined environmental chat amount is within a
second range of environmental chat amount (e.g., 201-400
words), or select a third environmental chat distance of R1
(e.g., 20 virtual feet) when the determined environmental chat
amount is within a third range of environmental chat amount
(e.g., 401-600+ words). It is noted, however, that in other
implementations various predetermined number of environ-
mental chat distances corresponding to various ranges of
environmental chat amounts may be associated with the vir-
tual universe area associated with the environmental chat.

At stage C, the client computer 101 A modifies the envi-
ronmental chat distance in response to a change in the envi-
ronmental chat amount within a subsequent time window of
the predetermined amount of time in the area of the virtual
universe associated with the environmental chat. In one
example, when the avatar 105 moves from a virtual universe
location with a relatively low environmental chat amountto a
virtual universe location with a relatively high environmental
chat amount, the environmental chat distance is reduced to
decrease the environmental chat amount within the virtual
universe area associated with the environmental chat. In
another example, when the avatar 105 moves from a virtual
universe location with a relatively high environmental chat
amount to a virtual universe location with a relatively low
environmental chat amount, the environmental chat distance
is expanded to increase the environmental chat amount within
the virtual universe area associated with the environmental
chat. It is noted that the predetermined amount of time asso-
ciated with the initial time window and with one or more
subsequent time windows may be programmable.

FIG. 6 depicts an example flow diagram of a method for
modifying environmental chat distance based on a deter-
mined environmental chat amount within a time window of a
predetermined amount of time in an area of the virtual uni-
verse associated with an environmental chat. At block 605, an
environmental chat amount within a time window of a prede-
termined amount of time is determined in the area of the
virtual universe associated with the environmental chat asso-
ciated with an avatar being controlled by a user (e.g., avatar
105). As described above with reference to FIG. 5, the envi-
ronmental chat amount can be the number of words or the
number of characters (with or without spaces) associated with
conversations between the avatars in an environmental text
and/or voice chat detected within the time window. In one
implementation, if the environmental chat is an environmen-
tal text chat, the client computer 101A may determine the
environmental chat amount by counting the number of words
or the number of characters associated with the conversations
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between avatars that are detected within the time window in
the virtual universe area associated with the environmental
text chat. In one example, the client computer 101A may
include software that identifies and counts each word by
detecting the spaces that separate each of the words. In
another implementation, if the environmental chat is an envi-
ronmental voice chat, the client computer 101 A may include
software that identifies and counts each word by detecting the
pauses that separate each of the words.

Atblock 610, an environmental chat distance is determined
based on the environmental chat amount detected within the
time window in the area of the virtual universe associated
with the environmental chat. In one implementation, the envi-
ronmental chat distance is inversely proportional to the envi-
ronmental chat amount detected within a time window. In one
example, the client computer 101A may select an environ-
mental chat distance from a plurality of predefined environ-
mental chat distances based on the environmental chat
amount detected within the time window. In this example, a
plurality of predefine ranges of environmental chat amounts
may be associated with the plurality of predefined environ-
mental chat distances. In response to determining the envi-
ronmental chat amount within the time window, the client
computer 101A selects the predefined environmental chat
distance associated with the predefined range of environmen-
tal chat amounts corresponding to the detected environmental
chat amount, e.g., as was described above with reference to
FIG. 5.

At block 615, the environmental chat distance is modified
in response to a change in the environmental chat amount
within a subsequent time window of the predetermined
amount of time in the area of the virtual universe associated
with the environmental chat. In various implementations,
after the initial time window, the client computer 101A deter-
mines the environmental chat amount within subsequent time
windows of the predetermined amount of time to determine
whether to modify the environmental chat distance. In one
example, the subsequent time windows are consecutive time
windows. In another example, the subsequent time windows
are spaced apart as desired. For example, the subsequent time
windows are spaced apart with constant time periods, or are
spaced apart with variable time periods (e.g., dependent on
when the user associated with the avatar 105 manually ini-
tiates the environmental chat amount determination process).

It should be understood that the depicted flowchart of FIG.
6 is an example meant to aid in understanding embodiments
and should not be used to limit embodiments or limit scope of
the claims. Embodiments may perform additional operations,
fewer operations, operations in a different order, operations in
parallel, and some operations differently. For instance, in
some implementations, if the environmental chat includes
both text and voice chat, the client computer 101 A can deter-
mine the environmental chat amount (e.g., the number of
words) by analyzing both the text and voice conversations
between the avatars within the virtual universe area associ-
ated with the environmental chat.

Embodiments may take the form of an entirely hardware
embodiment, a software embodiment (including firmware,
resident software, micro-code, etc.) or an embodiment com-
bining software and hardware aspects that may all generally
be referred to herein as a “circuit,” “module” or “system.”
Furthermore, embodiments of the inventive subject matter
may take the form of a computer program product embodied
in any tangible medium of expression having computer
usable program code embodied in the medium. The described
embodiments may be provided as a computer program prod-
uct, or software, that may include a machine-readable
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medium having stored thereon instructions, which may be
used to program a computer system (or other electronic
device(s)) to perform a process according to embodiments,
whether presently described or not, since every conceivable
variation is not enumerated herein. A machine readable
medium includes any mechanism for storing (“machine-read-
able storage medium”) or transmitting (“machine-readable
signal medium”) information in a form (e.g., software, pro-
cessing application) readable by amachine (e.g., acomputer).
The machine-readable storage medium may include, but is
not limited to, magnetic storage medium (e.g., floppy dis-
kette); optical storage medium (e.g., CD-ROM); magneto-
optical storage medium; read only memory (ROM); random
access memory (RAM); erasable programmable memory
(e.g., EPROM and EEPROM); flash memory; or other types
of medium suitable for storing electronic instructions. In
addition, machine-readable signal medium embodiments
may be embodied in an electrical, optical, acoustical or other
form of propagated signal (e.g., carrier waves, infrared sig-
nals, digital signals, etc.), or wireline, wireless, or other com-
munications medium.

Computer program code for carrying out operations of the
embodiments may be written in any combination of one or
more programming languages, including an object oriented
programming language such as Java, Smalltalk, C++ or the
like and conventional procedural programming languages,
such as the “C” programming language or similar program-
ming languages. The program code may execute entirely on a
user’s computer, partly on the user’s computer, as a stand-
alone software package, partly on the user’s computer and
partly on a remote computer or entirely on the remote com-
puter or server. In the latter scenario, the remote computer
may be connected to the user’s computer through any type of
network, including a local area network (LAN), a personal
area network (PAN), or a wide area network (WAN), or the
connection may be made to an external computer (for
example, through the Internet using an Internet Service Pro-
vider).

FIG. 7 depicts an example computer system. The computer
system includes a processor unit 701 (possibly including
multiple processors, multiple cores, multiple nodes, and/or
implementing multi-threading, etc.). The computer system
includes memory 707. The memory 707 may be system
memory (e.g., one or more of cache, SRAM, DRAM, zero
capacitor RAM, Twin Transistor RAM, eDRAM, EDO
RAM, DDR RAM, EEPROM, NRAM, RRAM, SONOS,
PRAM, etc.) or any one or more of the above already
described possible realizations of machine-readable media.
The computer system also includes a bus 703 (e.g., PCI, ISA,
PCI-Express, HyperTransport®, InfiniBand®, NuBus, etc.),
a network interface(s) 709 (e.g., an ATM interface, an Ether-
net interface, a Frame Relay interface, SONET interface,
wireless interface, etc.), and a storage device(s) 711 (e.g.,
optical storage, magnetic storage, etc.). The computer system
can include a virtual universe environmental chat distance
unit 722 to implement the embodiments described above with
reference to FIGS. 1-6. In one implementation, the virtual
universe environmental chat distance unit 722 determines and
modifies an environmental chat distance based on the number
of avatars that are detected within an area of the virtual uni-
verse associated with an environmental chat. In another
implementation, the virtual universe environmental chat dis-
tance unit 722 determines and modifies an environmental chat
distance based on the environmental chat amount that is
detected within a time window of a predetermined amount of
time in an area of the virtual universe associated with the
environmental chat. Any one of these functionalities may be
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partially (or entirely) implemented in hardware and/or on the
processing unit 701. For example, the functionality may be
implemented with an application specific integrated circuit,
in logic implemented in the processing unit 701, in a co-
processor on a peripheral device or card, etc. Further, realiza-
tions may include fewer or additional components not illus-
trated in FIG. 7 (e.g., video cards, audio cards, additional
network interfaces, peripheral devices, etc.). The processor
unit 701, the storage device(s) 711, and the network interface
(s) 709 are coupled to the bus 703. Although illustrated as
being coupled to the bus 703, the memory 707 may be
coupled to the processor unit 701.

While the embodiments are described with reference to
various implementations and exploitations, it will be under-
stood that these embodiments are illustrative and that the
scope of the inventive subject matter is not limited to them. In
general, techniques for determining and moditying environ-
mental chat distance based on the number of avatars that are
detected within an area of a virtual universe associated with
an environmental chat and/or based on the environmental chat
amount that is detected within a time window of a predeter-
mined amount of time in an area of a virtual universe associ-
ated with an environmental chat as described herein may be
implemented with facilities consistent with any hardware
system or hardware systems. Many variations, modifications,
additions, and improvements are possible.

Plural instances may be provided for components, opera-
tions or structures described herein as a single instance.
Finally, boundaries between various components, operations
and data stores are somewhat arbitrary, and particular opera-
tions are illustrated in the context of specific illustrative con-
figurations. Other allocations of functionality are envisioned
and may fall within the scope of the inventive subject matter.
In general, structures and functionality presented as separate
components in the exemplary configurations may be imple-
mented as a combined structure or component. Similarly,
structures and functionality presented as a single component
may be implemented as separate components. These and
other variations, modifications, additions, and improvements
may fall within the scope of the inventive subject matter.

What is claimed is:

1. A method comprising:

determining, at a server system, a number of avatars in an

area of a virtual universe associated with an environmen-
tal chat associated with an avatar;

determining, at the server system, a chat distance associ-

ated with the environmental chat associated with the
avatar based on the number of avatars in the area of the
virtual universe associated with the environmental chat,
wherein the chat distance is inversely proportional to the
number of avatars; and

modifying, at the server system, the chat distance in

response to detecting a change in the number of avatars
in the area of the virtual universe associated with the
environmental chat.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the area of the virtual
universe associated with the environmental chat associated
with the avatar comprises the area of the virtual universe
displayed on a computer system associated with the avatar.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein said determining the
chat distance associated with the environmental chat associ-
ated with the avatar based on the number of avatars in the area
of'the virtual universe associated with the environmental chat
comprises selecting the chat distance from a plurality of pre-
defined chat distances based on the number of avatars in the
area of the virtual universe associated with the environmental
chat.
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4. The method of claim 3, wherein,

if the number of avatars in the area of the virtual universe
associated with the environmental chat is within a first
predefined range of number of avatars, selecting a first
chat distance from the plurality of predefined chat dis-
tances;

if the number of avatars in the area of the virtual universe

associated with the environmental chat is within a sec-
ond predefined range that is higher than the first pre-
defined range, selecting a second chat distance that is
less than the first chat distance from the plurality of
predefined chat distances; and

if the number of avatars in the area of the virtual universe

associated with the environmental chat is within a third
predefined range that is higher than the second pre-
defined range, selecting a third chat distance that is less
than the second chat distance from the plurality of pre-
defined chat distances.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein said modifying the chat
distance in response to detecting the change in the number of
avatars in the area of the virtual universe associated with the
environmental chat comprises modifying the chat distance
from a first chat distance to a second chat distance in response
to detecting the change in the number of avatars in the area of
the virtual universe associated with the environmental chat
from a first number of avatars associated with a first range of
number of avatars to a different number of avatars associated
with a second range of number of avatars.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the avatar associated
with the environmental chat is controlled by a user, wherein
the change in the number of avatars in the area of the virtual
universe associated with the environmental chat is detected in
response to the avatar, being controlled by the user, moving to
a different location within the virtual universe, or in response
to additional avatars moving into or out of the area of the
virtual universe associated with the environmental chat.

7. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

determining whether the area of the virtual universe asso-

ciated with the environmental chat comprises an envi-
ronmental chat obstruction, wherein, if the area of the
virtual universe associated with the environmental chat
comprises an environmental chat obstruction, modify-
ing the chat distance associated with a subsection of the
area of the virtual universe associated with the environ-
mental chat based on a location of the environmental
chat obstruction with respect to the avatar associated
with the environmental chat.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the environmental chat
comprises one or more of an environmental text chat and an
environmental voice chat.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein said determining the
number of avatars in the area of the virtual universe associated
with the environmental chat associated with the avatar com-
prises determining the number of avatars in the area of the
virtual universe associated with the environmental chat asso-
ciated with the avatar periodically at a predefined periodic
rate.

10. The method of claim 9, further comprising:

inresponse to determining that the avatar is in motion in the

virtual universe, increasing a frequency of said periodi-
cally determining the number of avatars in the area of the
virtual universe associated with the environmental chat
associated with the avatar.

11. The method of claim 1, wherein said determining the
number of avatars in the area of the virtual universe associated
with the environmental chat associated with the avatar com-
prises determining the number of avatars in the area of the
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virtual universe associated with the environmental chat asso-
ciated with the avatar each time the avatar moves from a first
location to a second location in the virtual universe.

12. A method comprising:

determining, at a server system, a number of avatars in an

area ofa virtual universe associated with an environmen-
tal chat associated with an avatar;

determining, at the server system, a chat distance associ-

ated with the environmental chat associated with the
avatar based on the number of avatars in the area of the
virtual universe associated with the environmental chat
such that the chat distance is inversely proportional to
the number of avatars;

modifying, at the server system, the chat distance in

response to detecting a change in the number of avatars
in the area of the virtual universe associated with the
environmental chat;

determining, at the server system, whether the area of the

virtual universe associated with the environmental chat
comprises an environmental chat obstruction; and

in response to determining that the area of the virtual uni-

verse associated with the environmental chat comprises
an environmental chat obstruction, modifying, at the
server system, the chat distance associated with the envi-
ronmental chat based on a location of the environmental
chat obstruction.

13. The method of claim 12, wherein said determining the
chat distance associated with the environmental chat associ-
ated with the avatar based on the number of avatars in the area
of'the virtual universe associated with the environmental chat
such that the chat distance is inversely proportional to the
number of avatars comprises selecting the chat distance from
a plurality of predefined chat distances based on the number
of avatars in the area of the virtual universe associated with
the environmental chat such that the chat distance is inversely
proportional to the number of avatars.

14. The method of claim 12, wherein said moditying the
chat distance in response to detecting the change in the num-
ber of avatars in the area of the virtual universe associated
with the environmental chat comprises modifying the chat
distance from a first chat distance to a second chat distance in
response to detecting the change in the number of avatars in
the area of the virtual universe associated with the environ-
mental chat from a first number of avatars associated with a
first range of number of avatars to a different number of
avatars associated with a second range of number of avatars.

15. The method of claim 12, wherein, in response to deter-
mining that the area of the virtual universe associated with the
environmental chat comprises the environmental chat
obstruction, modifying the chat distance associated with a
subsection of the area of the virtual universe associated with
the environmental chat based on the location of the environ-
mental chat obstruction with respect to the avatar associated
with the environmental chat.

16. The method of claim 12, wherein the environmental
chat comprises one or more of an environmental text chat and
an environmental voice chat.
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17. A computer program product for implementing an
environmental chat in a virtual universe, the computer pro-
gram product comprising:
a computer readable storage medium having computer
readable program code embodied therewith, the com-
puter readable program code configured to,
determine a number of avatars in an area of the virtual
universe associated with the environmental chat associ-
ated with an avatar;
determine a chat distance associated with the environmen-
tal chat associated with the avatar based on the number
of avatars in the area of the virtual universe associated
with the environmental chat, wherein the chat distance is
inversely proportional to the number of avatars; and
modify the chat distance in response to detecting a change
in the number of avatars in the area of the virtual universe
associated with the environmental chat.
18. The computer program product of claim 17, wherein
the computer readable program code configured to modify
the chat distance in response to detecting the change in the
number of avatars in the area of the virtual universe associated
with the environmental chat comprises the computer readable
program code configured to modify the chat distance from a
first chat distance to a second chat distance in response to
detecting the change in the number of avatars in the area of the
virtual universe associated with the environmental chat from
a first number of avatars associated with a first range of
number of avatars to a different number of avatars associated
with a second range of number of avatars.
19. A computer system comprising:
a processor;
a network interface coupled with the processor; and
an environmental chat distance unit operable to,
determine a number of avatars in an area of a virtual
universe associated with an environmental chat asso-
ciated with an avatar;

determine a chat distance associated with the environ-
mental chat associated with the avatar based on the
number of avatars in the area of the virtual universe
associated with the environmental chat, wherein the
chat distance is inversely proportional to the numbeer
of avatars; and

modify the chat distance in response to detecting a
change in the number of avatars in the area of the
virtual universe associated with the environmental
chat.

20. The computer system of claim 19, wherein the envi-
ronmental chat distance unit operable to modify the chat
distance in response to detecting the change in the number of
avatars in the area of the virtual universe associated with the
environmental chat comprises the environmental chat dis-
tance unit operable to modify the chat distance from a first
chat distance to a second chat distance in response to detect-
ing the change in the number of avatars in the area of the
virtual universe associated with the environmental chat from
a first number of avatars associated with a first range of
number of avatars to a different number of avatars associated
with a second range of number of avatars.
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